Objective: Deficient prosody is a hallmark of the pragmatic (socially contextualized) language impairment in Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD). Prosody communicates emotion and intention and is conveyed through acoustic cues such as pitch contour. Thus, the objective of this study was to examine the subcortical representations of prosodic speech in children with ASD. Methods: Using passively evoked brainstem responses to speech syllables with descending and ascending pitch contours, we examined sensory encoding of pitch in children with ASD who had normal intelligence and hearing and were age-matched with typically developing (TD) control children. Results: We found that some children on the autism spectrum show deficient pitch tracking (evidenced by increased Frequency and Slope Errors and reduced phase locking) compared with TD children. Conclusions: This is the first demonstration of subcortical involvement in prosody encoding deficits in this population of children. Significance: Our findings may have implications for diagnostic and remediation strategies in a subset of children with ASD and open up an avenue for future investigations.
Introduction
Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD) refers to the cluster of disorders including autism, Asperger Disorder, and Pervasive Developmental Disorder Not Otherwise Specified (PDD-NOS). Impairment in pragmatic (socially contextualized) language is a hallmark of all ASD. Prosodic elements of spoken language, including alterations in pitch, duration and amplitude at the word and phrase levels, convey pragmatic information including the importance of a particular word, the requirement for a response to an utterance, or the speaker's affective state. Whereas aberrant prosodic elements -poor inflection, excessive or misaligned stress, monotonous intonation -are known to characterize the expressive language of individuals with ASD (McCann and Peppe, 2003) , less is known about the potential contribution of a neurological source to this receptive prosody
